The story of the establishment of the Austrian research station in La Gamba starts with a musician, Michael Schnitzler, grandson of the Austrian playwright and novelist Arthur Schnitzler. In 1991 Schnitzler was at the peak of a highly successful career as a violinist: he had enjoyed a spell as leader of the Vienna Symphoniker Orchestra, he played in the renowned Haydn Trio and he was a Professor at the Vienna College of Music.
and they suggested launching an appeal in Austria to raise money to buy the forest. A similar approach had been used by the WWF to purchase an area of forest near Vienna: why should it not work for land in Costa Rica? Schnitzler founded an association, which he termed Regenwald der Österreicher (Rainforest of the Austrians) to collect money and promoted it by means of lectures and radio and television appearances. The idea caught on extremely well and to date the Austrian public has donated a total of 2 million euros (about £1.3 million) to Schnitzler's association.
"At a time when deforestation in the tropics is continuing at an alarming rate this... represents a significant success story"
The vast majority of the money collected has been (and is being) used to purchase rainforest. Forest patches are selected by MINAE (Costa Rica's Ministeria Naturale, Ambiente e Energia) and after purchase they are handed over to the Costa Rican government and become part of the Rainforest of the Austrians, itself part of the Piedras Blancas National Park. Of the total 142 km 2 of the National Park, approximately 45 km 2 is included in the Rainforest of the Austrians. A large proportion of the remainder is still in private ownership and thus unprotected but it is hoped that the organization Costa Rica-USA, with support from the Nature Conservancy and Conservation International, will step in to purchase it. It is also hoped to create a forest corridor to link the Piedras Blancas National Park to the nearby Corcovado National Park, thereby forming an extended protected area around the Golfo Dulce, which will be declared a UNESCO World Biosphere Reserve. The association Rainforest of the Austrians is heavily involved in all the discussions and it is hoped that its experience in the purchase of rainforest in the area will help solve the considerable administrative difficulties associated with the protection of the remaining forest.
A relatively small association has thus been able to ensure the conservation of a large area of primary rainforest in SW Costa Rica, with a good chance that an even greater area will soon be protected. At a time when deforestation in the tropics is continuing at an alarming rate this naturally represents a significant success story. But Schnitzler realised from the start that much more could be accomplished with the Rainforest of the Austrians than simply guarding it. In a radio interview in 1992, shortly after the first portion of rainforest was acquired, Schnitzler suggested establishing a research station in the area. The broadcast was heard by Anton Weber, a Professor of Botany at the University of Vienna, who was at once intrigued by the idea and determined to look seriously into it. Early in 1993, two of Weber's students, Werner Huber and Anton Weissenhofer, went to Costa Rica to see what could be done. As Huber says, "Our initial impression was far from positive and we almost abandoned everything at once. But after we returned to Austria the idea of setting up in Costa Rica gradually grew more and more attractive." Huber and Weissenhofer thus decided to carry out their undergraduate research projects in the La Gamba area and in 1994 the Researchers from a small European country have backed a project set up ten years ago in Costa Rica that has now become a major influence in conservation and research. Graham Tebb reports.
Feature

An Austrian foothold in the tropics
Tropenstation La Gamba (La Gamba Field Station) was inaugurated. They began to study the local flora and a fellow student from the University of Vienna, Astrid Keber, an Argentinean by birth and at the time the only Spanish speaker of the three, came with them and began to study the area's butterflies. The three students also worked on improving the available infrastructure, although it was far from certain that the station would have a future after their projects were finished.
Field work occupied only part of their time and while they were in Vienna they did what they could to promote interest in the station. As Huber says, "It was amazing how many people from the University of Vienna came to ask us about our experiences in Costa Rica." Soon, other students came to work in La Gamba and in 1996 a team from Vienna's Natural History Museum visited the forest to organize an exhibition in the Museum, which served to spread awareness of the station's existence even further. Attention is also being paid to the other members of the rainforest community and studies of mammals (all four species of monkey in Costa Rica can be found in the area, together with numerous other mammals including over 70 species of bat), butterflies (150+ species), other insects and reptiles and amphibians (over 100 species) are in progress. Surprisingly, the area's birds have received comparatively little attention to date (over 370 species have nevertheless been recorded), although the Rainforest of the Austrians is widely recognized among birdwatchers as the best place to go to see the blackcheeked ant-tanager (Habia atrimaxillaris), one of only a handful of bird species found exclusively in mainland Costa Rica.
The extent of relatively undisturbed habitat makes the area a suitable site for conservation programmes targeted at individual species. For many years the Rainforest of the Austrians has worked together with the Costa Rican Zoo Ave and with the organization Pro Felis to reintroduce threatened species that were previously found in the area. Prominent among the animals and birds released in the Rainforest of the Austrians are the scarlet macaw (Ara macao), the population of which had been decimated by hunting and illegal trapping, and the ocelot (Leopardus pardalis).
But many individuals of other species, usually taken from captivity, have also been set free in the forest and thus help to restore and maintain the species diversity of the region. Weissenhofer notes, "Releasing animals and birds in the forest is an extremely tricky undertaking as most of the individuals we see have grown up in captivity and need to be 'taught' to survive in the wild. In addition, we have to work closely with the local communities to make sure they understand that the ocelots being released are not at all dangerous to man."
A large proportion of the research at La Gamba is performed by students working on short-term projects. As Weissenhofer says, "We have to remember that La Gamba is a university facility and universities exist not only to carry out research but also to train and educate students. One of the main advantages of the station is that it gives the University of Vienna a relatively cheap way of sending students to work in the tropics. This stimulates their interest and allows them to see whether they are interested in working further in the area." To date over thirty students have completed their undergraduate theses at La Gamba and countless more have undertaken short study visits, for example as part of the course in tropical biology offered to undergraduates at the University of Vienna.
In addition, members of the public who donated money to purchase rainforest are eager to visit 'their' portion of land. To permit more people to visit the area, the Esquinas Rainforest Lodge was built at the edge of the rainforest. The construction was supported by a grant from the Austrian government and the resulting lodge offers comfortable living conditions for groups and individual tourists, as well as offering them immediate access to the adjacent rainforest.
In addition, and of much more importance, the presence of the lodge enables the local villagers to profit directly from the forest, which naturally encourages them to help protect it. The village of La Gamba has a population of around 400 and formerly relied largely for its existence on agriculture, particularly work in the nearby banana plantations. Unfortunately, however, decades of overexploitation have led to the international banana concerns withdrawing from the area so the Esquinas Rainforest Lodge offers at least some positions to villagers, who work as guides, gardeners, cooks and support staff. Additional employment possibilities are provided by the field station. As Weissenhofer says, "We tried from the start to involve local villagers in the running of the station. The local community must see that we haven't simply come to 'steal' scientific information from their forests but that we are keen to work together with them to ensure the long-term viability of the station."
The Esquinas Lodge and the La Gamba Field Station are presently the only facilities offering full-time employment in La Gamba. Their presence is acting as a catalyst for other development projects in the area, such as those administered from its headquarters in Nicaragua by the Österreichische Regionalbüro für Entwicklungszusammenarbeit (the Austrian Regional Office for Cooperation in Development). Work has concentrated largely on improvements to the agricultural practices but has also included extending the village's school. The latest initiative, to be carried out in cooperation with the Costa
